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PREFACE

My autobiography was published in 1994, 16 years ago. I found the writing a struggle; I would rather go on stage and express myself verbally. It was made worthwhile when my daughter said to me how thrilled she was that I had completed it because my grandchildren would know about their grandfather.

A lot has happened in my life since the publication of that book, both professionally and personally, and as a result I decided to write these memoirs, revealing some of my more recent experiences and the humorous incidents to which they gave rise. I also look back at the influences of the past that have a bearing or connection to what has happened to me in my later years. In my first book, I covered every aspect of my personal life, but it was never my intention to go over all the same ground here. Instead, I have chosen to focus on my long and varied professional career. Where appropriate, to understand the decisions I made or why I accepted the opportunities that came my way, I have adapted and reprised certain areas of activity from my autobiography.

When you reach your 80s and continue to be employed in the amazing and unpredictable world that we call show business, you achieve a status that is very flattering. You find yourself being introduced as an icon of British entertainment, probably because people are surprised that you are still actively working in a profession that is very insensitive to age and rapidly casts elderly performers aside. Employers are always looking for new talent and new faces, and yet these are the same people who say they need a ‘name’ to sell the show.

People often ask me if I am going to retire. My answer is very simple: ‘I am in a profession that retires you.’ There is no truer statement in show business than ‘You are only as good as your last job.’ One indifferent performance and you are not asked again. You always have to be on top of your game, giving your best, or you will not be re-engaged.

What has sustained and kept me going all these years? Not the professional successes I have experienced. I have enjoyed them, certainly. They have been wonderful, but they are ephemeral and no guarantee of future work in our crazy profession. It is undoubtedly my family, the true constant in my life. The day my daughter, Suzy, was born and then two and a half years later my son, Justin, were the two most joyous events of my life, and to be involved in every stage of their growing up and development has been such a happy time. The unconditional love that a child gives to its parent is something to be treasured. Now, between them they have given me four grandchildren, and this has been a double blessing. Someone asked when I first became a grandparent, ‘Didn’t it make you suddenly feel old?’ On the contrary, it made me feel young again, and being with any of the four of them is very special.

When my wife, Annie, came into my life, besides the love and support she brought, there was the bonus of the fact that she had two children approximately the same ages as mine. Now we have nine grandchildren between us, and we find time in our busy lives to see all of them.

The one occasion I became sad and depressed was when my first wife, Denise, and I separated. There was no acrimony; we just developed in different ways and drifted apart. She has made a new life for herself and seems happy, and we have remained good friends. When it happened, I felt I had failed. Perhaps I had, but the comfort and attention I receive from Annie has filled that void.

A preface is no place to suddenly bear your soul, but when I started writing about myself I began to think about what was important and what has helped me handle the ups and downs that life and show business have thrown at me. At times, it has felt as if I was writing a very long obituary, and it is certain there will not be another autobiographical book after this one. I hope you find what I have written interesting and entertaining. I have been candid and, I hope, not critical. I have huge respect for my profession and all those who struggle to make a living within it.

Let me finish this preface by thanking David Wilson, who was seconded to me from Mainstream Publishing to be my editor. He showed understanding and forbearance when I missed my delivery date for the manuscript and helped in the assembly of the text into the chapters here. Finally, my thanks to Bill Campbell and everyone at Mainstream for the faith they have shown in commissioning this book. I hope it justifies their hopes and delivers what we all wish.

Nicholas Parsons


FIRST IMPRESSIONS

It was the elephants. The sight of four of them walking in single file down the high street, each holding in its trunk the tail of the one in front, is a moment from more than eighty years ago that I remember as clearly as if it happened yesterday. I was five years old, and the travelling circus was parading through Grantham, the town where I was born and lived until the age of eight. As I watched spellbound, I was drawn in particular to the clowns in their garish costumes and funny make-up, mingling and laughing with the townspeople, and stared in disbelief as the acrobats performed simple gymnastics on a decorated float.

Later that week, my mother took me and my six-year-old brother, John, and three-year-old sister, Patricia, to see the show. I was fascinated by the animals, awestruck by the trapeze artists and thrilled by the acrobats, particularly when two of them jumped on and off a horse and performed tricks whilst balancing on the animal’s back as it cantered around the ring. As someone who was agile and a natural tumbler, I think that is what I most wanted to do. If someone had whisked me away to join the circus at that moment, I would have been blissfully happy. It was then, I believe, that I was first imbued with the desire to be a performer.

When we returned home, I immediately started taking off the clowns and trying in a clumsy way to emulate the acrobats. Later, John and I put together our own version of the circus show in the nursery and invited our parents and other relations to watch. John, being the more authoritative personality, was naturally the ringmaster. Patricia and I appeared as the show horses, scampering around on our hands and knees in response to our brother’s orders. I did some kind of tumbling act on a mattress, and Patricia was then instructed to be a trapeze artist, which, in a flood of tears, she quite rightly said was impossible. We compromised and let her go on as a solo horse. John and I then changed our clothes and came out as the clowns we had seen, who had called themselves Cuckoo and Sparrow. We tried to reproduce their routine, which mostly consisted of me, as Cuckoo, the more outrageous of the two, appealing to Sparrow in a cooing voice, ‘Cuckoo...Sparrow.’ For weeks, the house echoed to the sound of me calling out, ‘Cuckoo...Sparrow,’ until my mother, bored with the repetition, told me to stop being a clown and behaving in such a stupid way or I would be confined to my bedroom. A seed had been sown, however, that was to continue growing for the rest of my life.

My father was one of three doctors in a partnership in the town. My mother, a staff nurse, had trained at University College Hospital in London, where she met my Cambridge-educated father. He came from a well-connected family whose Scottish ancestors were landed gentry in Dumfriesshire and whose English ancestors owned tracts of land in Oxfordshire. Rumour has it that the English ancestors drank their inheritance away and the Calvinist Scottish ones gave it away. My grandfather on my father’s side died young, leaving my father, his brother and mother little money but a magnificent family crest, a deep Christian faith and a dedication to the service of others. I sensed sometimes that my mother felt her family were socially inferior to my father’s, when she had every reason to be proud of them. Her father was an extremely successful businessman, Walter Maggs, who, with his brother, had built up the large Bristol store B. Maggs and Co. to its eminence in the ’30s. My mother’s attitude was perhaps understandable. In those days, there was still a rigid class system, and people in business were regarded as in trade. Nowadays, business people are among the most admired in society.

The first school I attended was Kesteven and Grantham High School for Girls. I went there for the simple reason that its kindergarten took both boys and girls. A young Margaret Roberts was a pupil at the same school, and my father attended her when her own doctor was not available. In time, she would go on to marry Denis Thatcher and make quite a name for herself. After kindergarten, I was enrolled at King’s School for Boys in Grantham, but I was there only a term before my parents decided that I should join my brother at Tenterden Hall, a boarding prep school in north London. In fact, the whole family moved south, as my father bought a practice on the edge of Clapham Common. Their decision to send me to Tenterden was obviously made in my best interests, but I was miserable there. The conditions and regime could be described only as Dickensian. The real ogre of the place was the matron, who seemed to have no understanding, nor even liking, of children. Her name was Mrs Blanche. We called her ‘Blancmange’. She dressed in the full regalia of a hospital matron of the ’30s, with starched apron, starched headdress and starched cuffs. She was a forbidding figure, and I was terrified of her. It did not help that she also had her favourites and I was not one of them. The masters, an unhappy mix of First World War veterans, were not unkind but were very strict, and the cane or slipper was used frequently. It was almost part of the ethos of the school. Matron would report me to the housemaster for the slightest misdemeanour, and the punishment I received was usually quite severe. I never spoke to my parents about my distress or discomfort. I suppose I assumed it was all part of the normal school regime and they must have experienced the same in their youth. It was just another aspect of growing up that had to be endured.

Not for the last time in my life, comedy saved me. I survived because I found I could make my chums laugh either by playing the fool or by mimicking the masters. This policy was not without its risks. On one occasion, one of our teachers, Mr Stavitsky, was late for a lesson, so I left my desk, took his gown off the back of the door and put it on. With the gown trailing around my ankles, I proceeded to try to impersonate his military way of speaking and limped about, aping his walk, which was a result, we had been told, of bullets still lodged in his leg. I was going magnificently. I had the audience in the palm of my hand. I loved it. Then suddenly it went quiet. Like a true professional, I tried harder. Why had I lost my audience? Was my material not good enough? A second later, I discovered the real reason. Standing just behind me was Mr Stavitsky, looking distinctly displeased. I tried a nine year old’s joke: ‘You were late, sir, so I thought I would help by talking to the class.’

Mr Stavitsky was not amused and barked out, ‘Parsons, you have mocked me; you have mocked my infirmities. You have made an exhibition of yourself, and now I will make an exhibition of you in front of the whole class. Take off my gown and bend over.’ Six of the best quickly followed. I can still feel the pain, the indignity and the unfairness. My triumph was turned to ashes, but deep down the seed had sprouted more roots. I had enjoyed my moment while it had lasted. What I say in my one-man comedy show is that back then I was caned for getting laughs but now I am paid for it.

Eventually, my parents realised how unhappy I was at Tenterden Hall and moved both my brother and me to Colet Court, the preparatory day school for St Paul’s. I enjoyed my time there, particularly the games, and even won cups and medals for boxing. I moved up to the main school in 1938, the same year my father bought a new medical practice, as well as an expensive house, in Hampstead. The following year proved to be a great one for me, even as the international situation deteriorated swiftly. I was barely 15, aware of what was unfolding in Europe, but never dreamed the worst could happen. I was awarded my colours for rugby and cricket, playing for the under-16 colts, and academically I was top of my form.

Throughout this period, my desire to perform never left me. My mother did not approve, but she did say that if I wanted to act I should do so as an amateur, like one of my father’s patients, Lila Henderson. ‘That is the way you do it,’ she told me. ‘As a hobby, like Lila. They have such fun doing their little plays.’ Lila did arrange for me to have a part in one of the productions her group, the Stock Exchange Players, was putting on. I appeared as a schoolboy in Housemaster by Ian Hay. I adored it. We rehearsed in the evenings and played at two country houses outside London, followed by three nights at the little Cripplegate Theatre, near the Barbican, which is now a library. It was tremendous fun, and I felt in my natural element when acting on the stage.

That year, I was also cast in a school play. The reaction to my performance was very positive, and I was promised a leading role the following year. It began to dawn on my parents that I was serious about acting. My mother was appalled. She may have encouraged me to play and perform in my nursery, and even pushed me in the direction of Lila and her am-dram, but talk of an acting career was altogether different: ‘If you want to keep on with amateur dramatics, that is fine. But you must not do it as a profession. All actors are in some way debauched. Someone like you, Nicholas, will just end up as an alcoholic or some kind of pervert. That is not going to happen to my son.’

I think my mother thought I would be incapable of resisting the ‘dreadful temptations’ of show business. She looked upon me as being weak and ineffectual. There were reasons my mother felt this way. I am dyslexic, although in those days that was not a recognised condition, and she couldn’t understand why I had trouble reading. She thought I was slow. My dyslexia has proved to be both a burden and a benefit to me. As is common with many sufferers, I have very good recall. People with dyslexia have to rely on their memory in order to achieve things. I did so at school and excelled in my exams, because I worked hard at remembering facts, figures and information. Developing my memory has proved invaluable in my profession, especially when I worked in repertory, where you have to learn a whole new part during the week while playing another in the evening. It was also crucial during my time presenting Sale of the Century, where I did not work with an autocue. Anglia Television found I could run the show without it and never bothered to invest in the technology. Also, when we record Just a Minute, I have to listen carefully and remember every word that is said in order to adjudicate on challenges, particularly for repetition. There have also been tremendous drawbacks. I read slowly and have not consumed as many books as my appetite has demanded. I would dearly love to have read much more, as I enjoy acquiring knowledge. Perhaps that is part of my Scottish heritage, a passion to acquire knowledge for its own sake.

Not only was I regarded as being slow, but I also stammered. That was partly down to my mother’s actions, not that she, or anyone else, could have known it at the time. My mother was a great traditionalist, and in the ’30s it was considered wrong to be left-handed. She was horrified when I started to write and took up the pen in my left hand. I remember her saying to a friend that when she saw this she snatched the pen away and forced it into my right hand. I have subsequently been told by academics that this can create a disturbance in the mind, because one part of the brain controls your actions on the left, and another the right. If this is forcibly disrupted, it can result in difficulties in speech. This caused me great problems socially until I found a way to control my stuttering. Strangely, it has rarely caused difficulties professionally.

My mother saw all this and, perhaps not unreasonably, thought I was far from an ideal person to become an actor. My cause was not helped by her discovery that I had acquired the nickname ‘Shirley’ at Colet Court. My good friend John Treacher had asked me what I wanted to do when I left school. I told him I wanted to be an actor. The only acting John knew was the cinema, and at the time Shirley Temple was a big star. The name stuck for a while, and I embraced it, as it helped me to feel closer to the profession I hoped to join when I grew up. For my mother, however, it only confirmed her worst fears. I think, genuinely, she did her best to stop me becoming an actor because she thought it would be a disaster. My father supported her. He was less hands-on with the children, but he was a professional man, and, as far as he was concerned, you did not go into the weird world of show business unless you were born to it.

On 3 September 1939, we were all glued to our wireless sets when Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain addressed the nation, during which he uttered the fateful words ‘...this country is at war with Germany’. My world came to a stop. Yet it need not have done. My father was badly affected by the outbreak of hostilities, and while he and my mother could have sent me away with St Paul’s, which had been evacuated to Crowthorne in Berkshire, they decided instead that I was a non-achiever and pulled me out. I had been blissfully happy at St Paul’s, almost invariably being the last to leave the grounds at the end of the day. The education I received there has formed the basis of any learning I now possess. I have enormous affection for the school, and I am still involved in fundraising activities to support their renovation projects at the site they now occupy near Barnes, in south-west London.

My brother, John, who was about to leave school, had already been offered a training course with Rolls-Royce, and soon he went to Derby, where he worked very hard and later became a successful businessman. Patricia went with her school to Berkhamsted. As for me, my parents put their decision down to their parlous financial situation, brought on by my father’s wealthy patients in Hampstead moving away from the capital almost overnight, and sent me to the only educational establishment that was open in north London, Clark’s College, in Finchley. I was born in an age when you did not necessarily do what you wanted; you did what you were told. I was upset but accepted everything with depressed resignation. I think I was in shock. All the joy of the last two years at school and the prospects I had dreamed about had been shattered.

This was the period known as the ‘Phoney War’, with no fighting, no bombing, just an eerie foreboding. I was lonely, all my friends had left London, the cinemas were shut and there were no games at Clark’s. I had nothing to do every night but go down to the public library and study for my exams. I soon discovered, thanks to the high quality of teaching at St Paul’s, that I knew more in some subjects than the masters at my new school. I worked hard and took my exams in December. I came through with flying colours and matriculated. At the age of sixteen and two months, I was qualified to go to university.

When my parents asked me what I wanted to do next, I told them I wanted to be an actor and if that was not possible, because of the war, I would like to continue with my schooling. Their response was to the point: ‘Let’s be sensible. You have got to think about getting a job. A proper job.’

I do not know what was going through their minds. I was barely 16 and not ready for a ‘proper’ job. It was then that my uncle Hugh, my father’s brother, to whom I was close and very fond of, took a hand. He pointed out that I was very capable at making and repairing things, such as old clocks. Why not become an engineer? I did enjoy working with my hands, but only as a hobby. By that stage, however, I was already in a somewhat depressed state from the impact of the war, from being taken out of a school that I loved and from being asked to make a decision about my future. I was just drifting. If I was not going to become an actor, I did not give a damn what I did. Uncle Hugh took further action. He contacted close friends in Scotland who in turn spoke on his behalf to their relations who ran a pump and turbine firm on Clydebank called Drysdale’s. The next thing I knew, I had been accepted for an engineering apprenticeship by the company and was on a train to Glasgow to begin a new life on my own.

This was a culture shock. Suddenly this 16-year-old boy from an English public school and professional middle-class family was transplanted to the hard, harsh and challenging environment of Clydebank. On arrival in Glasgow, I stayed with our family friends the McClaurens for a couple of days, then found my way to the YMCA, arranged some lodgings, got myself a boiler suit, and on the Monday morning I was on a tramcar trundling down to Yoker on Clydebank. The snow was on the ground; it was 8 a.m. and dark. I walked down Ferry Road to Drysdale’s and heard all these characters talking in broad, guttural Glaswegian. It seemed they were speaking a different language. I thought I had entered another world, and to my amazement I discovered they were using as adjectives words that I had only ever seen written on lavatory walls. I warily moved closer to a couple of them to check if I had heard correctly.

The firm had been very kind, taking me on immediately and offering me a comprehensive apprenticeship. I was to spend six months in each department, starting with the tool room, where the machine tools were forged and ground. The foreman, or gaffer, was Alex Woods, a gentle man who treated me with great tolerance. I found the hours terribly demanding. I had never before stood for nearly nine hours with only one break, and my back ached. Sitting down was forbidden, except in the lunch break, and to begin with I found it so difficult that I would sneak off for a little rest, and the only sanctuary in which this was possible was the lavatories. That was a sophisticated word for the place that was commonly referred to in far baser terms.

All that could be said in favour of the ‘lavvies’ was that they served their basic purpose. In fact, they had been very practically designed to that end but with no thought for privacy. There was one central building in the middle of the works that was used by everyone on the shop floor. The entrance was through a swing door, and to the left was a wall for urination – no urinals. To the right were two facing rows of white china toilets with no seats, each separated by a low partition. At the entrance was an elderly man in a little wooden cubicle with a shelf in front of him, who gave you a ring with a metal counter that had a number on it, which entitled you to a seven-minute session. The man’s name was Sam, known to everyone, inevitably, as ‘S***house Sam’. He ran the place like a boating pond, keeping a close eye on proceedings, regularly announcing, ‘Number five, your time is up, come on oot,’ or, ‘Number three, thirty seconds to go.’ He smoked a combination of what was described to me as ‘thick black and old shag’, which slightly relieved the other pungent odours. Once you received your metal disc, you knew there was a vacant seat. You had to remember to take a newspaper: toilet paper was unheard of. You went to the empty pan and joined the nine other men squatting in a row with their boiler suits round their ankles, arms on knees, holding copies of the Daily Mirror or Daily Record. Opposite was another row of men doing exactly the same.

Hygiene was maintained by an automatic flushing system, which was activated every two minutes, beginning at one end and rushing down the line. It generated a fair amount of power, so if you did not rise at the crucial moment you could get very wet. The system, though effective, was pretty antiquated, and every flush would be heralded by a rumbling in the pipes. It was customary, therefore, for the man nearest the start of the flush, on hearing the warning noise, to shout down the line, ‘It’s on its way, lads. Arses up.’ Ten naked bums of different shapes and sizes would then rise in unison to avoid a soaking. It may have been basic, but you can get used to anything if there is no alternative. My only real embarrassment was during one of my escapes to relieve my aching back muscles. The gaffer had eagle eyes, and he had spotted me leaving my bench. Estimating that I had overstayed my seven minutes, and while I was still studying the sports pages of my newspaper, he burst in and dragged me away, announcing at the top of his voice that my time was up and that it was also my second visit that day. It is difficult to maintain any poise with your trousers and boiler suit round your ankles. Any awkward moments I have encountered in show business since have been nothing compared with the embarrassment that I felt then in front of that audience.

The fact that I survived my time in Clydebank, and indeed prospered, is one of the things I am most proud of in my life. How I did it, I am not entirely sure, but I do know that it gave me a grounding that has stayed with me to this day. I was recently interviewed by Steve Wright on his Radio 2 show, and he asked me how I had managed to keep myself together throughout my career when so many others of my generation had fallen apart, turned to drink or just disappeared. I told him that I thought it was probably because I went through this incredibly tough time on Clydebank and found a way to cope. Show business is full of upsets, disappointments, frustrations and insults, but after what I went through on Clydebank nothing could be so daunting or difficult again. In retrospect, I was lucky to have had such a challenging experience.

Something else I had to adjust to was the noise generated by the engines. It stopped only at lunchtime, and the relief was indescribable. We would hungrily devour our sandwiches – or ‘pieces’ as they are called, presumably because they are two pieces of bread with something in the middle – with the grimy hands that had worked the machines. Only the offices had washing facilities. They also had the canteen, which was used more by the office staff than the shop-floor workers. There was a marked division between those who wore a jacket and a collar and tie and those who wore a boiler suit. The two rarely mixed. In those days, headgear was fairly traditional: nothing in the offices, peaked caps for the workers, usually a bowler hat for the foreman and always a bowler hat for the works manager. I wore a beret, which I still have.

Perhaps I survived by instinct. One thing I have learned is that, if you are always yourself and accept others as they are, people will accept you. They may not always warm to you, but they will accept you. It is also possible to embrace people from different backgrounds who have different attitudes and behaviours if you can find how to relate to them. Once again, my way was humour. I did impersonations and took off the different foremen, which endeared me to my fellow apprentices and made them smile. Slowly, I found a way to build a rapport. I even became known as ‘Big Nick’, because I was taller than most. It was a term of endearment and a compliment.

I remember one of the lads came up to me one day and said, ‘Nick, I got te tell ye. I mean, ye’re OK, but ye came here with that “Woah-Woah” accent and yer right proper manners, with nae clue what livin’ is all aboot. Well, this is livin’, Nick. This is what it’s all aboot. We’ve showed ye how to get yer effin’ haunds dirty. Ye mucked in, and we like ye, in spite of yer right English way of talking. Working here will make a man of ye.’ He was right. Clydebank was the greatest learning for life anyone could have.

While I was learning to be an engineer, I was also determined to learn to be an actor. Away from the disapproving eye of my parents, I sought out every opportunity I could. Glasgow has a wonderful feeling for the theatre and the arts, and I was going to take full advantage of that. In their attempts to steer me away from performing, my parents had done me a favour by sending me to Scotland. I contacted the local amateur dramatic society, the Transport Players, who were delighted to hear from me. They were desperate to find young men who had not been called up.

I performed in a play called Paddy the Next Best Thing at the Lyric Theatre, which was owned by the YMCA and housed in the same building. I was a 16 year old in the role of a young man in his 20s who romanced a young woman, played by an actress who was 30. We made an odd pair, but I was delighted to perform in my first adult role. As I hoped to be a serious actor, I used my actual first initial as well as my more usual name and called myself C. (for Christopher) Nicholas Parsons. It had a ring to it when spoken but looked pompous in print. The habit did not last long.

There were many anti-aircraft sites and small barracks around the west of Scotland, and concert parties were always welcome to entertain the troops. They were organised by a group called Scottish Command Troop Entertainments, run by Archie McCulloch, a serving officer who understood show business. I saw an advert in the Evening Times for volunteer performers, applied and was made welcome. It was somewhat rough and ready but great experience and good fun. I usually compèred the shows and did impersonations of current radio and cinema stars, plus a comedy routine. I had no knowledge of comedy writing, so I reproduced material I had heard on the wireless and elsewhere. The style was immature, but my instincts to make people laugh seemed to be well received. Working on the assumption that you had to look funny to be funny, I wore large baggy trousers, a colourful waistcoat and a comical hat. That did not last long either.

After I had been at Drysdale’s for a short while, Charlie Drysdale, who ran the ‘outside squad’, a highly skilled group of engineers who fitted and repaired the pumps manufactured by the works, called me to his office. Weir’s of Cathcart had recently taken over the engineering yard, but the Drysdale family continued to run it. Charlie took a fatherly interest in me and suggested that, if I was going to be an engineer, I should go to university to study for a degree and become fully qualified. I wondered why my parents had not shown the same interest. I was in Clydebank only to please them, after all. I applied to the University of Glasgow but was informed that, with the subjects I had studied for my matriculation exams, I could enter any faculty except engineering and science. The only way I could be admitted to the engineering course was if I obtained Higher Mathematics, which meant taking a correspondence course with Glasgow Polytechnic, studying at night and passing the exam in six, not twelve, months. This was a lot to ask, given how tough I found the work during the day, and my increasing theatrical commitments, but I decided to take it on. I passed the exam in the summer of 1940 and was enrolled at the university that autumn on a sandwich course: six months’ studying in the winter and six months’ apprenticeship in the summer with an engineering firm. In my case, that would continue to be at Drysdale’s.

Throughout my two years at Glasgow University, I found the academic side challenging. My school education had been based in Classics rather than science, and, as my heart was never really in engineering, it was a struggle to pass the various exams. I did, however, become actively involved in the social life, performing for the Dramatic Society and playing loose-head prop for the First XV rugby team. I actually played for the university for three years, continuing for a season after I ceased to be a student, and was fairly successful. I was selected for the East versus West game at Murrayfield, which was in effect a trial for the Scottish team. I had a decent game but was not picked to represent the country. It is surprising to think now that at 12 and a half stone I was one of the heavier forwards in the university team. Today, that would be light for a back. I enjoyed my rugby and was good at the game, and it is possible that if I had decided to pursue it as a serious sport I might have achieved something significant.

When I enrolled in my course, I moved out of the YMCA and into accommodation nearer the university, off Byres Road, which also happened to be nearer the main BBC studios in Glasgow. I ventured up there, asked if I could have an audition and was invited back to read some scripts. I also did some of my impersonations, which went down well, and I was cast in a small part as a straight actor.

I loved the quiet, relaxed atmosphere of the studios and nonchalant professionalism of the experienced broadcasters. It was another world, a world to which I wanted to belong, and I suspect my enthusiasm was a little overwhelming. The producer was a very able man called Moultrie R. Kelsall, from whom I learned a great deal. Moultrie went on to have a distinguished acting career thoughout the ’50s, appearing in films such as The Lavender Hill Mob and The Inn of the Sixth Happiness. I met him many years later and was pleased to be able to tell him how I remembered my first professional job in a play and how much I owed him.

Being at university, I had a break at Christmas, so I went home to London, where the bombing had now started in earnest. There was one particular evening, 29 December 1940, when the sirens had gone off as usual, a dreaded noise that never failed to send a chill through you. Soon, a distant drone of planes could be heard, accompanied by the reassuring barrage from the anti-aircraft guns. The whistling noise of descending bombs was then followed by a ‘crunch’, as somewhere in the distance the frightening onslaught from the skies rained down. It used to be said that it was the bomb that you could not hear that would drop on or near you. On that evening, however, there appeared to be none of those dreaded ‘crunch’ noises. It did not seem like a normal raid. In the darkness because of the blackout, I pulled back the curtain to look out. The sky glowed red in the distance, and there was more light than there had been at dusk. I told my father, and we decided to investigate. We walked up to Hampstead Heath, which was only about half a mile from our house, for a better view. At the Whitestone Pond, the highest point on the Heath, from where on a clear day you can just about make out the skyline of the City of London, there was already a small group of people. We stared in disbelief towards the city. It was lit up by innumerable fires, the intensity of which was turning night back into day for miles around. The entire area looked as if it was ablaze, a vast red and yellow fireball. Right in the centre was St Paul’s, illuminated as no floodlights could possibly achieve. There were no explosions, only firebombs. This was what became known as the ‘Second Great Fire of London’, intended to destroy the heart of London not by explosion but by incendiaries. Incredible damage was inflicted, but for some reason the Germans never repeated the tactic.

To this day, I become choked when talking about this distressing event. I recently recorded an archive programme for radio in which various people recounted their memories of the Blitz. As I described the scene my father and I witnessed, I could not keep the emotion out of my voice. I had to stop the recording, compose myself and begin again. My overriding feeling, as we stood on Hampstead Heath that evening watching the dreadful destruction of the great City of London, was that the world we knew was coming to an end.

The next morning, we went down to see what help we could give, and with many others handed out hot drinks to the weary firemen who were still fighting the remains of the numerous blazes. The destruction the Germans had wrought was vast and shocking but not complete. Alone, surrounded by gutted buildings, ruined churches and rubble-strewn streets, stood St Paul’s Cathedral, majestic, almost unscathed. An unforgettable image of hope.

The Luftwaffe’s attack on Clydebank in March 1941 had a different feel to it but was no less devastating. It was carnage over two nights on a scale never seen before. This was not incendiary but mass destruction designed to flatten the town and the shipyards. Over a thousand bombs were dropped, and hundreds lost their lives. I am embarrassed to admit that my university friend Ross Belch and I slept through the first night of the attack. Together we had taken on the role of fire-watchers for a large building near Glasgow city centre. Our duties were simple. We arrived at 6 p.m. and stayed until 7 a.m. We had camp beds on which to sleep, and our main responsibility came in the event of an air raid. When the sirens sounded, we were to put on our tin hats, take up positions on the roof with stirrup pumps, be on hand to deal with any incendiary bombs and generally help prevent the building burning down. Up until that devastating raid, we had rarely been disturbed, and, as we were both studying hard, and I was continuing to perform, we were exhausted and slept through the Clydebank bombing, some 17 miles away. It is amazing to what you can become accustomed.

When we discovered the extent of the attack, we volunteered, along with many others, to help the emergency services in the worst-hit areas. It was grim. The tenement buildings might have been constructed as solid, practical housing, but when subjected to heavy bombardment they caused more damage and injury than less robust structures. Some of them had only partially collapsed, crushing people inside. We concentrated our energies on helping clear a way for the ambulance and first-aid services to reach the injured and dying.

After the 1940 Christmas break, I returned to Glasgow and continued to study and look for theatre work. In the ’40s, there was a very successful Canadian showman called Carroll Levis. His great claim to fame was his ‘discoveries’ stage show, in which he presented unknown and aspiring performers whom he had found and introduced them as the great new stars of the future. Searching out new talent was nothing original, but Carroll Levis was probably the first to make a successful business out of it. His show toured the top variety theatres, and the public loved it. He had a good eye for talent, but it was not infallible. By the ’50s, his show had migrated to television, and in June 1957 he was looking for acts to appear on his next broadcast. A group calling themselves the Quarrymen auditioned but lost out to another band based on the results of an audience clap-o-meter. The guitarist and lead singer of the group was John Lennon, and the band was soon to feature Paul McCartney and, later, George Harrison.

When Carroll Levis came to the Empire Theatre in Glasgow in 1941, I plucked up courage, went backstage one evening, tried my best to control my stutter and nervously asked if I could see Mr Levis. His manager was pleasant, put me at my ease, asked what I did as an act and invited me to an audition session later in the week.

The actual audition was not nearly as stressful. I had some material that had gone well in the concert-party shows and did two of my best impersonations: Jimmy Stewart and Charles Boyer. Carroll liked them and asked who else I could do. Encouraged, I gave him Robb Wilton, Max Miller, W.C. Fields, Tommy Trinder and a radio star of the time, Oliver Wakefield, who was banned from the BBC as a result of the double entendres hidden in his distinctive hesitant delivery. Carroll was impressed. I could not believe it. To be granted an audition had been the height of my ambition, and now he was offering me work. Could I travel to London in six weeks’ time and be the discovery in an edition of his new radio series? My answer was an immediate yes.

I was due some leave from Drysdale’s, so I took it to coincide with the show. All radio transmissions were live then, and the broadcast came from the Paris Cinema in Lower Regent Street, which the BBC had converted into a radio studio. (Since it was at basement level in a large building, it was safer than places above ground if there was any bombing.) Light-entertainment shows in the ’40s, and even the ’50s, could afford a full orchestra as well as a singer and a number of well-known artists. This broadcast was one in a series called Carroll Levis Carries On and comprised a guest star and a resident singer and orchestra, as well as special items, including the patriotic ‘Worker of the Week’. The whole programme, which was devised and compèred by Carroll himself, was described in the Radio Times as ‘dedicated to the workers and Forces of Great Britain’. I was introduced as his latest discovery and given four minutes, during which I did three impersonations. The transmission time was 12.30 p.m., a popular slot during the war for comedy shows. Our audience consisted of any members of the military who were passing through London and civilians who were working nearby. My parents did not come. Uncle Hugh, though, whose office was not far away – he ran a business that designed and made ties – did and, when he took me out to lunch afterwards, told me he was very impressed.

Carroll had talked of some more broadcasts in his next series, and he was as good as his word. The following winter, I was asked to appear in three broadcasts for his new show, Happy-Go-Lucky Hour. He had an item in each programme called ‘Radio Deceivers’, in which two of his discoveries, Diane Darling and myself, did an impression. The BBC had decided it was too dangerous in London to transmit evening broadcasts with an audience, so they had moved their light-entertainment operation to a place as far as possible from London and the bombs yet which was still accessible by train. This turned out to be Bangor, in north-west Wales, which was a long way from Glasgow just for a two-minute impersonation.

Travelling by train was no pleasure then. There were no refreshments and strict blackout rules: dimmed lights in the carriages and blinds tightly drawn. Nor were there signs at any stations. Every signpost in the country, as well as station names, had been removed so that if the Germans landed they would have no idea where they were. I do not think the authorities had worked out that everyone else in the country would be equally confused. You had to shout to anyone standing on a platform when a train stopped to establish the name of the town. Sometimes, people refused to answer for fear you were a spy, following the slogan printed everywhere, ‘Careless Talk Costs Lives’. With the bombings, rail travel had become even more hazardous, as lines would be hit and trains diverted or forced to a standstill if approaching a town during an air raid.

These problems paled into insignificance for me. I was too excited at the prospect of the job and of staying in a hotel for the first time. I did two broadcasts. It was another small step in the direction I wanted to go.

I failed two of my exams in my first year at university but was still young enough to be allowed to resit. I got through those exams at the second attempt but realised that academically I was not going to be able to complete the course. I wondered then if I would do better to volunteer to be accepted into the Merchant Navy and start a full, professional career in show business after the war ended. I was already officially registered for military service, but as my apprenticeship was an important reserve occupation I was instructed to continue with that.

Around this time, I had my first experience as a professional stage actor. There was an excellent theatrical company in Glasgow, run by Wilson Barrett, which performed a weekly repertory of plays at the lovely Alhambra Theatre. This was a fine building, with huge pillars outside and ornate plasterwork inside, that was pulled down in the ’60s, when provincial theatre was struggling against the impact of television. The smaller Theatre Royal and the King’s Theatre were saved, but the loss of the Alhambra was a tragedy for Glasgow.

I visited Wilson Barrett and asked if he would see me. He did, and I was immediately offered a job. He was about to revive Mr Wu, an early ’20s play with a Chinese setting, and I was given a tiny role as an English officer on a Chinese ship. It required minimal rehearsal, so I could fit it around my work at Drysdale’s. I was greatly excited about being in a professional company, on a huge stage, before a packed audience every night. The production went well, and Wilson Barrett offered me parts in the last two shows of his season at the Alhambra. I could not take both of them because of my apprenticeship, but since the rehearsals for the first play coincided with the summer-holiday break I was able to accept that role. It was in The Silver King, a well-known play from the turn of the century by Henry Arthur Jones and Henry Herman.

The Silver King was written at a time when asides to the audience were still employed, and the revival was performed in the true spirit of the original. As a consequence, I learned a theatrical lesson that I tried to take to heart when working as a professional actor many years later. I had a small part as a clerk who had done something dubious but was inspired by Wilson Barrett’s character to mend his ways. At the end of the short scene with him, I turned to the audience and spoke an old-fashioned, corny line, which I delivered with great passion: ‘He is wonderful. From this day on, I will lead a new life.’ The timing must have been right, because it not only got a big laugh but received a round of applause. I was also mentioned in the brief review that appeared in the newspaper. A small-part guest actor, who in this instance was not even a professional, does not steal the limelight from the main lead. I might have endeared myself to the audience but not to the star actor, who also happened to be my employer. He gave me a stern look and gently suggested that I should not dwell on the line and should leave the stage more quickly.

There existed on the outskirts of Glasgow, in Rutherglen, a tiny theatre run by an exceptional woman, Molly S. Urquhart, who later became known nationally as Molly Urquhart. She was a distinguished Scottish actress married to an inspector of police, a marvellous man called William MacIntosh. Molly had taken a disused church hall, turned it into a theatre and used her initials for the name. The MSU became very successful in Rutherglen and also well known in Glasgow. She rehearsed every evening one week and played every evening the next, so you could hold down your day job and still accept an engagement. She presented about ten shows a year and paid £2 for each play in which you appeared.

I first came to her attention when she persuaded a friend of hers, Paul Vincent Carroll, a distinguished Irish author living in Glasgow, to allow her to present his new play, The Strings, My Lord, Are False, about the Clydebank Blitz. Molly rang me on a Thursday in the winter of 1942 and asked if I could learn lines quickly. The play opened on the Monday. I accepted happily, assuring her I was a quick study and assuming the character must be someone young, as actors for such parts were impossible to find during the war. I arrived in Rutherglen the following evening to discover that I had been cast as a middle-aged, mid-European Jewish refugee, Louis Liebens, who had settled in Glasgow and was shell-shocked and traumatised by the Blitz. Not exactly typecasting. I thought my career as an actor could only move upwards from there, or perhaps it would finish the following Monday. I learned the part, and while I am sure I overacted I remembered my lines and must have impressed Molly, because she seemed keen to employ me again. She gave me the chance to play some very good parts and took me under her wing. I was made to feel like a member of her family. In many ways, she became a surrogate mother, and I owe her and her husband, Willie, a great deal.

I met some wonderful characters at MSU, like Guy Muir, who kept a sweet shop, Bert Ross, who worked on the railways, and Rosina McCulloch, who had a reputation for chasing anything presentable in trousers. There was also a marvellous woman, Mrs McGuinness, who cleaned the theatre. An Irish Glaswegian with a broad accent and a gift for colourful language, she received a new lease of life through the MSU and worshipped Molly. In 1943, Molly became pregnant, much to everyone’s surprise, as she was 37 years old, which was late in those days to be having a child. She told everyone, with endearing naivety, that it was a miracle, since she and Willie had not been intimate for ages. We all took this with a pinch of salt, but Mrs McGuinness believed every word Molly told her without question. When the baby was on its way, Mrs McGuinness rang the hospital to enquire after Molly and instructed the nursing staff to take special care, as only one other child in Christendom had been conceived this way.

Working with Molly, I also met a schoolmaster called John Macrae, who was a fine actor and performed regularly at the MSU. I learned a great deal from him about acting. He talked about economy of gesture, demonstrated the use of the dramatic pause and said it was essential to be aware of the contours of your face, which helped greatly when making yourself up for a character role. Above all, he was a man of integrity who possessed high standards that he never compromised but who was nevertheless very tolerant of others. He later gave up teaching and became a full-time professional actor when the Citizens Theatre opened in 1943. I had two small parts in that company’s first production, when it was still based at the seldom-used Athenaeum Theatre. It was only later that it moved to the Gorbals. John changed his name to Duncan Macrae when he joined the Citizens and never looked back. He gave some fine performances and eventually moved to London, where his ability to play unusual or eccentric characters brought him solid work. I particularly remember him in Joe Orton’s Loot, though he is probably best remembered for his part in the film Whisky Galore! Tired of the pressures and the insecurities he found in London, he returned to his beloved Scotland, where he formed his own company and toured, taking quality theatre to places that might not normally see good plays. In many ways, John was my theatrical hero, and I was delighted, many years later, when I was Rector of St Andrews University, to meet a member of the University Court who was married to John’s daughter. Reforging my connection with John was important to me.

Molly, too, enjoyed presenting quality plays, and she had a gift for persuading people to appear at her theatre. The fine Scottish actor Gordon Jackson had achieved some fame at a young age by starring with Tommy Trinder in the film The Foreman Went to France. When he was back in Glasgow for a spell, he appeared for Molly in the Scottish play Marigold. Gordon played Lt Archie Forsyth, and I was his army friend Bobbie Townsend. In any MSU show, performed after little rehearsal, things could always go wrong, mostly owing to forgotten lines or mistaken moves. In Marigold, it was the set that let us down.

In one scene, Archie is alone with Marigold and she is worried because she does not have a chaperone. Archie is keen to put her mind at rest, so he tells her in his refined Kelvinside accent, ‘Don’t worry, Marigold. My friend Bobbie Townsend will be here any moment. In fact, I think I hear him at the door. Is that you, Bobbie?’ I was meant to walk on stage, but the door through which I was to make my entrance wouldn’t budge an inch. It had jammed tight.

‘Archie,’ I called, ‘I am terribly sorry. The door, it seems to be jammed.’

‘Well, put your shoulder into it.’ I did exactly as suggested. ‘No, no, Bobbie,’ Gordon shouted suddenly. ‘Stop that. The whole wall is moving!’

We were stuck. There seemed to be no other way for me to get onto the stage. Then I remembered that the set included a large baronial mantelpiece with a fake fire in the hearth. I could duck down behind that. ‘Archie,’ I called, in my similarly cultured Glasgow accent, ‘carry on conversing with Marigold. I think I have found a way I can join you.’ Gordon continued to ad-lib, and the next thing the audience saw was a pair of legs appearing behind the fire. I ducked under the mantelpiece and stepped over the blazing fire, artificial, of course, for which I received a round of applause. I then said, ‘Hello there, it seems to be Christmas.’ Another big laugh, and then we had to try to get the play back on track. We were just about managing this, but all the time we could hear someone scraping away at the door. Eventually, it swung open and our stage manager burst through, wearing modern clothing.

‘Right,’ he said. ‘I’ve got it open now. You can come and go whenever you like. Oh my God, I shouldn’t be here.’ With that, he rushed offstage to the biggest round of applause of the evening, and he never knew why.

Gordon was always fun to work with, and we remained good friends. He appeared as a guest on This Is Your Life when I was the surprised subject and told Eamonn Andrews the Marigold story.

Having left university in 1943, I was pursuing my apprenticeship with as much energy as I could. During that year, I had been moved to the pattern shop, where wooden patterns of the pumps were made, which were then sent to the foundry to be cast. Pattern-making was highly skilled and one of the best-paid jobs in the industry. It was also interesting and creative work, which I enjoyed, but most of all I loved working with wood. If I had not possessed such a strong desire to perform, I think I would have been quite content as a cabinetmaker or a furniture designer.

The foreman of the pattern shop was an unforgettable character called Jock Cunningham. He had a small, raised office with glass all round at one end of the large working area, which consisted of a long workbench down each side and various machines in the centre. Most of these were highly dangerous, particularly the sawing and planing machines. More than one worker had a finger or a half-finger missing. Jock could survey the whole of his domain from his office and keep an eye on each worker at his apportioned section of the bench. He decided I was a troublemaker, principally because he could not make me out, and put me at the end of the bench nearest to his office so that he could watch me more closely. He was a tough character with a temper on a short fuse, but he was not particularly frightening; it was mostly bluster. I was more nervous of him than anything else. The reason he did not command complete respect was owing, I think, to his dentures. Like many Scots of his generation, he had false teeth, which the Glaswegians blamed on their soft water. Jock’s dentures did not fit properly, and he never bothered to have them fixed. You could see them sliding around his mouth when he spoke, and it made his speech sound rather slurred. In fact, when he became very angry and was struggling to get his words out, he had been known to spit his dentures into his hand so that he could swear more freely.

Smoking was strictly forbidden in the pattern shop because of the wood all around. There were two small lavatories at the rear of the buildings, which were often used by one or two apprentices sneaking off to have a smoke or, as they called it, a ‘wee drag’. On one occasion when I went out to the loos, I opened the door of the first one to find three of my fellow apprentices puffing away. I said, ‘Oh, I’ll go next door.’

They replied, ‘No, no, come in, Nick. Quick, shut the door. D’ye wanna fag?’

‘No, I want a piss.’

‘Well, go ahead. Don’t mind us. Next door’s busy.’ It is difficult enough to relieve yourself comfortably with three people closely watching, but it is made worse by one of them suddenly saying, ‘Hey, Nick, gi’ us one of yer impersonations. Gi’ us Charles Boyer.’

It was a ridiculous situation. I was standing there trying to have a pee while putting on the deep voice and French accent of the great cinema heart-throb, speaking the words he delivered in an emotional farewell scene with Bette Davis in the film All This, and Heaven Too: ‘No, no, my darling. Don’t move. As I see you standing there, with the light on your hair and your image in the mirror behind, this is how I want to remember you...’ I finished, did up my fly buttons and made to leave.

‘Hey, Nick, that was great. Come on now, gi’ us yer Jimmy Stewart.’ They would not let me go. Squashed between the three of them, I did a passage from Mr Smith Goes to Washington. I then had to give them their favourite, W.C. Fields. They were an appreciative audience, so I moved on to William Bendix, Max Miller and had just launched into an impromptu script in Winston Churchill’s voice about being closeted in an outside loo with three young characters discussing the war effort when there was this almighty banging on the door. It was forced open, and there stood an irate Jock Cunningham, minus teeth, purple with rage at this unforgivable waste of the firm’s time. He rounded off an almost continuous string of expletives with ‘Get back to yer bench, ye big impersonator. Ye’re here to make patterns not to make yon buggers laugh.’

While I was working at the pattern shop, Carroll Levis brought his show to the Glasgow Empire. He had written to me asking if I would like to be included as one of his discoveries for the week. I was delighted but concerned that, as I was working in a reserved occupation, I might be contravening some official rule if I accepted. I was also worried that Drysdale’s might think I was not taking my work seriously and stop my apprenticeship, with all the embarrassment that would create. To ease my worries, I arranged to be excused overtime, which I would make up by working on Saturday, accepted the engagement and changed my name to Nick Marlowe. I have no idea why I chose such an unoriginal name – perhaps I had read too many Raymond Chandler novels.

It was a memorable week, appearing on the stage of the famous Glasgow Empire, playing to a huge, packed audience. I was billed as ‘Glasgow’s BBC Impressionist’ and was given a marvellous reception, helped, I am sure, by the fact that Carroll Levis billed me as a local lad. One memorable night, a party of workmates from Drysdale’s came to support me. In spite of my efforts not to advertise my appearance at the theatre, it seemed to be common knowledge around the firm. I was touched when, after a couple of days of performing, one of the men in the pattern shop came up to me and said, ‘Here, Nick, I see ye’re on at the Empire.’

‘Yes, I am,’ I replied, ‘but I am trying to keep quiet about it.’

He ignored me. ‘If one of oor mates is working somewhere, we’ve gotta come along and gi’ him a big haund. I’ll tell ye what, second hoose, Friday. I’ll go and do a wee round robin and find out how many seats we want.’ He tracked me down after lunch. ‘Get 45 for a start...’

By the time of the second house on Friday, I had forgotten about the Drysdale’s contingent – until I stepped out on stage and received a rapturous reception, particularly from the upper circle. My act was going down better than I could ever have hoped. The Glasgow Empire is notorious for being the graveyard of many comedians, especially those with an English accent. For me, however, it holds nothing but happy memories. I used to finish with an impersonation of Winston Churchill: ‘Now, for my final item I would like to dedicate this to all my friends on Clydebank.’

They erupted and started to shout out requests: ‘Nick, gi’ us Jock Cunningham.’

‘No, do Davy Mitchell.’

A chorus of Drysdale names was rained down on me. The audience in the stalls were looking perplexed; the stage manager was looking annoyed. I was in danger of overrunning. Suddenly, a voice called out, ‘Hey, Nick, gi’ us wee Willy McGinty!’

Immediately, a high-pitched, excited voice came back, ‘Ye’re no gonna impersonate me, no on that stage. If ye do, I’ll come roond and put one in yer teeth.’ This broke up the whole audience, and they roared with laughter
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